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Introduct ion      
In  recen t  years ,  there  has  been  a  spa te  of  in teres t  in  how 
‘ tex ts ’  hold  d ia logues  wi th  each  o ther  as  par t  and  parce l  of  an  
on-going  ar t i s t ic  d ia lec t ic .  This  in teres t  i s  due  to  the  rediscovery  
of  Mikhai l  Bakht in’s  d ia logic  theory  of  the  novel  thanks  to  
Rosta l ,  Caryl  Emerson and Michael  Holquis t ’ s  t rans la t ions  of  h is  
works  in to  Engl ish  in  the  ear ly    
1970s  and  1980s .  S ince  then  the  s tudy of  the  d ia logic  
d imensions  of  novels  has  become an  impor tant  aspect  o f  l i te rary  
cr i t ic i sm and l i te rary  theory .  However ,  s tudies  of  the  d ia logic  
d imensions  of  o ther  genres  l ike  drama and the  essay  are  
surpr is ingly  poor ,  even  i f  Bakht in  h imsel f  has  never  indica ted  
tha t  h is  theory  appl ies  so le ly  to  the  novel ,  which  he  def ines  as  
be ing  essent ia l ly  ‘ant i -gener ic’ .  On the  cont rary ,  he  has  sugges ted  on  
severa l  occas ions  in  h is  essays  tha t  the  novel i s t ic  tendency to  d ia logue  has  
shed  on  o ther  genres ,  and  tha t  consequent ly ,  the  appl ica t ion  of  h is  theory  
can  be  extended to  the i r  ana lys is .  
   This  appl ica t ion  i s  par t icu lar ly  feas ib le  in  the  case  of  Black American  
Renaissance  drama of  the  mid-1960s  as  represented   by  Le  Roi  Jones’s  
Dutchman and The Slave .  However ,  there  are  as  ye t  few cr i t ics  who have  
t r ied  to  look a t  h is  p lays  f rom the  d ia logic  perspec t ives  developed by  
Bakht in .  Indeed cr i t ics  l ike  Werner  Sol le rs  and Henry  C.  Lacy have  each  in  
h is  own way poin ted  to  the  autobiographica l  d imension  of  Jones’s  p lays ,  
which  they  have  v iewed as  a  drama of  the  se l f .  Among o ther  tex tua l  
ev idence ,  they  have  under l ined  the  occurrence  of  such  e lements  in  
Dutchman as  the  dramat is t ’ s  middle  name  “Evere t t” ;  h is  fami ly  h is tory ;  
the  age  of  h is  pro tagonis ts ,  Clay  who i s  20  years  o ld ,  i . e . ,  LeRoi  Jones’s  
age  when he  jo ined  Greenwich Vi l lage” ,  and Lula  who i s  30 ,  which  
corresponds  to  the  dramat is t ’ s  age  when h is  p lay  Dutchman was  per formed 
in  Cherry  Lane  thea t re ,  of f -Broadway in  1964;  and f ina l ly  the  recurrence  of  
imagery  f rom his  ear l ie r  Beat  poet ry .     
 Le  Roi  Jones  and Pla to    
 Sol lers  and Lacy are  to  the  poin t  in  the i r  a f f i rmat ion  tha t  au tobiography 
forms an  impor tant  d imension  of  the  d ia logue  in  Dutchman.  However ,  they  
have  fa i led  to  ident i fy  the  type of  d ia logue   in  which  Jones  has  engaged 
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himsel f  in  the  p lay  though the  dramat is t  h imsel f  has  h in ted  to  i t  in  one  of  
h is  publ ic  pronouncement  about  h is  novel  The  Sys tem of  Dante’s  Hel l  
where  he  says  tha t   “charac ters  take  on  d i f ferent  e lements  tha t ,  may be ,  I  
re f lec ted  on .  Much of  i t  i s  au tobiography –  f rom s i tua t ions  I  have  been  in ,  
but  most  of  i t  i s  pro jec t ions  of  ideas” .  I t  has  to  be  observed  tha t  Jones  has  
sh i f ted  to  the  wr i t ing  of  drama jus t  a f te r  the  publ ica t ion  of  The  Sys tem of  
Dante’s  Hel l  to  conf i rm to  the  agenda of  the  Black  Ar ts  Movement ,  which  
he  has  he lped  to  es tabl i sh  wi th  Larry  Neal ,  and  in  which  the novel  i s  
d ismissed  as  an  a l ien  form for  Afr ican-American  ar t i s t s  urged to  sh i f t  to  
drama on  the  occas ion .  Drama i s  regarded as  the  means  through which  the  
rea l ly  commit ted  Afr ican-American  ar t i s t s  can  cont r ibute  more  ef f ic ient ly  
to  the  Black  Revolut ion  of  the  mid-1960s .  
  I t  i s  the  purpose  of  the  fo l lowing paper  to  a rgue  tha t  Jones’s  qual i f ica t ion  
of  h is  charac ter s  in  The  Sys tem of  Dante’s  Hel l  as  a  ref lec t ion  on  and  
pro jec t ion  of  ideas  i s  one  of  the  bas ic  tene ts  in  h is  a r t i s t ic  agenda  which  we 
cons ider  as  be ing  mainly  inspi red  f rom Pla to  and Ovid .  This  tene t  f inds  i t s  
fu l l  rea l i sa t ion  in  Jones’s  Dutchman;  i t  reca l l s  in  many of  i t s  aspects  the  
Pla tonic  d ia logues ,  a l so  ca l led  Socra t ic  because  of  the  predominance  in  
them of  Socra tes  as  a  charac ter ,  and  h i s  pr inc ip les  in  the  cons t ruc t ion  of  
d iscuss ions  of  ideas .   
   Jones  has  for  long defended ar t  as  process  ra ther  than  ar te fac t ,  and  for  
th is  reason the  Socra t ic  d ia logue f i t s  h is  propens i t ies .  I t  has  enabled  h im to  
show thought  a t  work  and to  avoid  the  mere  expos i t ion  of  i t s  f in ished 
product .  Werner  Sol le rs  i s  to  the  poin t  when he  says  tha t  “Clay  and Lula  
are  not  mere ly  depersonal i sed  absurd ,  two-faced  soc ia l  symbols ,  but  a re  
a lso  endowed wi th  e lements  of  the i r  c rea tor ’s  se l f” .  However  Sol lers  omi ts  
to  under l ine  tha t  th is  way of  d iscuss ing  a  subjec t  ins ide  the  indiv idual  mind 
in  much  the  same way as  i t  i s  d isputed  in  a  c i rc le  of  ta lkers  i s  pecul ia r  to  
the  Socra t ic  d ia logue .  We shal l  a rgue  tha t  the  d ia logue  in  Dutchman,  jus t  
l ike  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue  in  Pla to’s  works ,  i s  th is  process  of  the  indiv idual  
mind made concre te ,  wi th  i t s  s tages  t rans la ted  in to  persons ,  or  charac ters .  
 Dutchman reminds  us  of  P la to’s  s imple  d ia logues ,  l ike  The  Hypias ,  
The  Cr i ton ,  The  Euthyphron .  I t  involves  two charac ters  engaged on  a  no  
less  weighty  subjec t  than  rac ia l  c ross-dress ing  and the  cons t ruc t ion  of  
Amer ican  whi teness  and b lackness .  Jus t  as  in  some of  P la to’s  d ia logues  l ike  
Gorgias ,  the  d ia logue  be tween Clay  and Lula  in  Dutchman i s  improvised;  i t  
s ta r t s  wi th  Clay  a  male  Negro ,  and Lula  a  whi te  female  s t r ik ing  up  an  
acquain tance  in  a  n ight  subway t ra in .  What  i s  remarkable  about  the  
d ia logue in  which  they  are  soon engaged i s  tha t  the  v iews presented  by  one 
of  the  charac ters  a re  se t  up  only  be  to  demol ished  by  o ther  v iews he ld  by  
the  o ther  charac ters  unt i l  the  end when each  of  them ut te rs  the  f ina l  t ru th  
about  whi te /b lack  re la t ions  in  Amer ica .  Jus t  l ike  in  Socra t ic  d ia logues ,  
Jones  s ta r t s  wi th  the  cr i t ic i sm of  common opin ion  about  rac ia l  ques t ions .  I t  
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i s  Clay ,  who essent ia l ly ,  fu l f i l s  the  Socra t ic  ro le  of  ques t ioner  in  the  p lay ,  
and  leads  Lula ,  who wi th  her  e loquence  reca l l s  the  Sophis ts  in  Socra t ic  
d ia logues ,  to  u t te r  the  v iews of  ord inary  opin ion  about  the  Negro .  
 Hence ,  jus t  as  in  Socra t ic  d ia logues ,  Lula  as  a  whi te  female  
Bohemian/h ips ter ,  appears  on  the  s tage  and g ives  u t te rance  to  the  cher ished 
v iew tha t  the  Negro  “ is  a  wel l -known type” .  Prompted  by  Clay ,  Lula  moves  
fur ther  in  her  reasoning  and says  tha t  no  mat te r  what  façade  of  imi ta t ion-
whi teness  the  former  h ides  behind ,  he  remains  “a  b lack  n igger” ;  tha t  he  
wi l l  cont inue  to  l ie  to  her  and  by  extens ion  to  Amer ica  even  when he  
professes  to  love  her .  Pushed fur ther  by  Clay’s  quer ies ,  Lula  enacts  the  
dramat ic  t ru th  tha t  she  can  deal  wi th  the  Negro  only  as  a  type  in  her  own 
“s tory” ,  and  not  as  a  man wi th  h is  own complexi t ies ,  and  tha t  s ince  “every  
s tory  has  an  end”  she  car r ies  her  own to  i t s  logica l  conclus ion  by  being  
de termined to  ge t  her  o rgasm wi thout  regard  to  the  embarrassment  i t  may 
cause  Clay .  At  th is  s tage  Lula’s  words  seem to  be  borrowed d i rec t ly  f rom 
Norman Mai ler ’s  v iew of  the  b lack  man in  h is  a r t ic le :  The  Whi te  Negro:  
Superf ic ia l  Ref lec t ions  on  the  Hips ter .  Norman Mai ler  comple tes  h is  
notor ious  s ta tement  about  the  Negro  by  saying  tha t  Jazz  i s  orgasm,  and so  
does  Lula  “ the  whi te  Negro”  i .e . ,  the  Negrophi le  whi te  man or  woman,  
when she  te l l s  the  embarrassed  Clay  :  
             Come on ,  Clay .  Let ’s  rub  be l l ies  on  the  t ra in .  The  nas ty .  The   
             nas ty .   Do the  gr i t ty  gr ind ,  l ike  your  o l ’ rag-head mammy.   
             Gr ind  t i l l  you lose  your  mind.  Shake  i t ,  shake  i t ,  shake  i t !   
             OOOweeee  Come on,  Clay .  Let ’s  do  the  choo-choo t ra in   
             shuff le ,  the  navel  scra tcher .  
 Once  Lula  has  car r ied  her  s tory  to  i t s  logica l  conclus ion  Clay ,  who,  
unt i l  then ,  has  been  ra ther  se l f -ef fac ing  “gets  up” ,  grabs  Lula  and s laps  her  
“as  hard  as  he  can ,  across  the  mouth”;  however ,  one  has  the  impress ion  tha t  
th is  phys ica l  v io lence  i s  there  only  to  sa t i s fy  the  demands  of  modern  drama 
because  as  soon as  Lula  i s  s i lenced,  Clay  s teps  up  to  expound h is  v iews of  
what  “blackness”  i s  jus t  l ike  Socra tes  somet imes  correc ts  the  Sophis ts  in  
P la to’s  d ia logues .  In  a  three-page  address ,  cons idered  as  the  most  famous  
sec t ion  in  Dutchman,  Clay  proceeds  to  d ismiss  Lula  as  a  “know-nothing  
bohemian” ,  and  to  pos i t  a  Black  myst ique  whose  te rms are  par t ly  Fanonian  
in  i t s  ce lebra t ion  of  ca thar t ic  v io lence ,  Senghor ian  in  i t s  ins is tence  on  “ the 
pumping b lack  hear t” ,  Césa i rean  in  i t s  sur rea l i s t   rhe tor ic ,  and  Jones ian  in  
i t s  appeal  to  Jones’s  ear ly  c r i t ique  of  Afro-American  music  in  The  Blues  
People .  Clay  counters  Lula’s  pr ima fac ie  v iews about  “blackness”  by  
te l l ing  her   
          You don’ t  know anyth ing  except  what ’s  there  for  you to  see .  An  
          Act .  Lies .  Not  the  pure  hear t ,  the  pumping b lack  hear t .  You  
          don’ t  ever  know tha t . . .  You grea t  l ibera ted  whore!  You fuck     
          some black  man,  and  r ight  away you’re  an  exper t  on  ba lck   
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          people .  What  a  lo t ta  sh i t  tha t  i s .  The  only  th ing  you know is  tha t   
          you  come i f  he  bangs  you hard  enough.  And tha t ’s  a l l .  The  be l ly   
          rub?  You wanted  to  do  the  be l ly  rub?  Shi t ,  you don’ t  even  knwo  
          how.  You don’ t  know how.  That  o l ’d ip ty-d ip  sh i t  you do ,  ro l l ing   
          your  ass  l ike  an  e lephant .  That ’s  not  my kind  of  be l ly  rub .  Bel ly   
          rub  i s  not  Queens .  Bel ly  rub  i s  dark  p laces ,  wi th  b ig  ha ts  and   
          overcoats  he ld  up  wi th  one  arm.  Bel ly  rub  ha tes  you.  Old  ba ld-  
          headed four-eyed ofays  popping the i r  f ingers . . . and  don’ t  know  
          what  they’re  doing .  They say ,  «  I  love   Bess ie  Smi th” .  And  
          don’ t  even unders tand tha t  Bess ie  Smith  i s  saying ,  “Kiss  my ass ,   
          my b lack  unruly  ass .  »  before  love , ,  suf fer ing ,  des i re ,  anyth ing   
          you can  expla in ,  she’s  saying ,  and  very  p la in ly ,  «  k iss  my b lack   
          ass ,  »  and  i f  you don’ t  know tha t ,  i t ’ s  you tha t ’s  doing  the  
          k i ss ing . . .  I f  Bess ie  Smith  had  k i l led  some whi te  people   she   
          wouldn’ t  have  needed tha t  music .  She  could  have  ta lked  very      
          s t ra ight  and p la in  about  the  wor ld .  No metaphors .  No grunts .  No  
          wiggles  in  the  dark  soul . . .  Crazy  n iggers  turn ing  the i r  backs  on   
          sani ty .  When a l l  i t  needs  i s  tha t  s imple  ac t .  Murder .  Jus t   
          murder!  Would  make us  a l l  sane  . . .  Ahhh.  Shi t .  But  who needs   
          i t ?  I ’d  ra ther  be  a  fool .  Insane .  Safe  wi th  my words ,  and  no   
          dea ths ,  and  c lean ,  hard  thoughts ,  urg ing  me to  new conques ts .   
          My people’s  madness .  Hah!  That ’s  a  laugh.  My people .  They  
          don’ t  need me to  c la im them.  They got  legs  and  arms of  the i r   
          own.  Persona l  insani t ies .  They don’ t  need  a l l  those  words .  They     
         don’ t  need  any defense .  But  l i s ten ,  though,  one  more  th ing .  And  
         you  te l l  th is  to  your  fa ther ,  who’s  probably  the  k ind  of  man who  
         needs  to  know a t  once .  So  he  can  p lan  ahead.  Tel l  h im not  to   
         p reach  so  much  ra t ional ism and cold  logic  to  these  n iggers .   
         Le t  them a lone .  Let  them s ing  curses  a t  you in  code  and see  your   
         f i l th  as  s imple  lack  of  s ty le . . .  (pp .  96-98) .  
 
 Dutchman shows a l l  the  qual i t ies  tha t  Mikhai l  Bakht in  has  ascr ibed  to  
the  Socra t ic  d ia logue .  The  confronta t ion  be tween Lula  and Clay  reminds  us  
of  what  Bakht in  ca l l s  Sunkr is i s .  We shal l  e labora te  fur ther  on  what  i s  sa id  
above  by  saying  tha t  th is  confronta t ion  (Sunkr is i s )  involves  Baraka’s  
poet ic  se l f  a t  two turn ing  poin ts  (what  Bakht in  sees  as  “ thresholds”  in  the  
Socra t ic  d ia logue)  in  h is  l i te rary  career .  Clay  Wil l iams i s  sa id  to  be  twenty  
in  the  s tage  d i rec t ions ,  Jones’s  age  when he  dropped out  of  Howard  
Univers i ty  in  1954 to  jo in  the  Uni ted  Sta tes  Air  Force .  What  i s  descr ibed  as  
Clay’s  “ f i f th  f l ight”  in  the  New York  underground in  Dutchman poin ts  to  
Jones’s  “ las t  f l ight”  in  the  Uni ted  Sta tes  Air  Force  before  be ing  d ischarged 
“undes i rably”  f rom the  serv ice  to  jo in  New York’s  Bohemia ,  Greenwich 
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Vil lage  where in  he  met  the  Jewish  Amer ican  avant -garde  poetess  Het t ie  
Cohen to  whom he  got  marr ied  in  1958.  
    Lula  i s  o lder  than  Clay;  she  i s  sa id  to  be  th i r ty ,  Jones’s  age  in  1964 
when h is  p lay  was  per formed for  the  f i r s t  t ime of f -Broadway,  a t  The  Cherry  
Lane  Theat re .  In  1965,  Jones  le f t  Greenwich Vi l lage  and Het t ie  Cohen in  
the  wake of  the  assass ina t ion  of  Malco lm X to  move uptown to  Har lem,  
dec lar ing  h imsel f  a  b lack  cul tura l  na t ional i s t ,  tha t  i s ,  one  commit ted  to  
b lack  people  as  “a  race ,  a  cu l ture ,  a  na t ion” .  This  las t  poin t  permi ts  us  to  
conclude  tha t  the  dea th  of  Clay  in  the  confronta t ion  tha t  opposes  h im to  
Lula  s tands  for  the  dea th  of  Jones  the  Bohemian/  avant -garde  poet .  On the  
o ther  hand,  Lula’s  t r iumph represents  the  t r iumph of  a  new poet ic  se l f  ( the  
b lack  poet )  prepar ing  h imsel f  to  re turn  “home”,  to  “b lackness”  af te r  h is  
bohemian spe l l .  
 Dutchman i s  a l so  Socra t ic  in  the  cons t ruc t ion  of  i t s  d ia logue  in  the  
sense  tha t  speech i s  a  provocat ion  of  another ’s  speech (what  Bakht in  ca l l s  
Anakr is i s ) .  The  d ia logue be tween Clay  and Lula  i s  kept  going  on  as  each  of  
them in  turn  provokes  the  o ther  to  voice  h is /her  opin ions  and pre judices .  
However ,  the  confrontat ion  be tween them can be  conceived  of ,  as  our  
analys is  above  shows,  o ther  than  as  a  drama of  the  author’s  poet ic  se l f .  In  
o ther  words ,  the  confronta t ion  is  a  wres t l ing  tha t  involves  not  only  the  o ld  
and new poet ic  se lves  of  the  author  h imsel f  but  the  wr i te r  and  h is  whi te  
avant -garde  fa thers .  Lula  s tands  for  the  whi te  avant -garde  in te l lec tua l .  
(Here  we have charac ters  represent ing  ideas  jus t  as  in  the  Socra t ic  
d ia logue) .  As  a  Jazz  cr i t ic ,  she  i s  made  to  voice  opin ions  s imi lar  to  the  
ones  that  Norman Mai ler  defends  in  h is  famous  essay  “The Whi te  Negro” .  
Like  the  la t te r  she  holds  tha t  Jazz  i s  “orgasm”,  and she  i s  dec ided to  ge t  i t  
f rom Clay  even  i f   cos ts  h im his  l i fe .  She  a lso  reca l l s  the  bohemian poet  
Lawrence  Fer l inget t i .  She  quotes  f rom the  la t te r ’s  poem “Long St ree t”  
when she  invi tes  Clay  to  p lay  “ the  choochoo t ra in  shuff le” .  Jones’s  t ra in  in  
Dutchman evokes  tha t  of  Fer l inget t i ’ s  in  “Long St ree t” ;  on  both  t ra ins ,  a  
t ragedy occurs .  
 I f  Lula  s tands  for  the  whi te  avant -garde  in te l lec tua l ,  Clay  represents  
Jones  ( re-named Baraka)  the  rebel l ing  b lack  poet .  In  response to  the  las t  
provocat ion  of  the  whi te  bohemian (Lula)  he  counters  wi th  what  he 
cons iders  as  the  t ru th  about  the  b lack  man’s  music  and ident i ty .  In  the  
verba l  ba t t le  tha t  has  opposed h im to  Lula ,  h is  las t  in tervent ion  to  
“correc t”  her  skewed v iews of  the  Negro  i s  a  t r iumph.  He manages  to  make 
her  run  shor t  of  a rguments .  But  then  he  exposes  h imsel f  to  Lula’s  v io lence .  
His  murder  i s  symbol ic  on  more  than  one  count .  The  f i r s t  t ru th  tha t  i t  
t eaches  us  i s  tha t  the  whi te  avant -garde in te l lec tua ls /  bohemians ,  the  so-
ca l led  f r iends  of  the  Negro ,  a re  u l t imate ly  as  dangerous  as  the  
conservat ives  to  the  b lack  man.  As  soon as  the  la t te r  dec ides  to  rebel  
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agains t  the  whi te  cu l tura l  dominat ion  in  te rms o ther  than  the  ones  they  have  
formula ted  for  h im,  he  i s  hunted  down jus t  as  i f  he  were  a  run-away s lave .   
   The  bohemia  i s  the  p lanta t ion  of  the  twent ie th-century  America  f rom 
which  the  Negro  can  escape  only  i f  he  takes  the  Underground the  reference  
here  i s  to  the  h is tor ica l  underground tha t  s laves  f rom the  South  took to  
escape  to  the  Nor th  dur ing  pre-bel lum s lavery  t imes .  But  Clay’s  dea th ,  as  
we  have  sa id  above ,  i s  a l so  pos i t ive  in  the  sense  tha t  Clay  represents  
LeRoi  Jones  ( the  o lder  poet ic  se l f ) .  Clay’s  ta lk  about  “Blackness”  i s  a  s ign  
tha t  the  LeRoi  Jones  of  the  ear ly  Beat  poet ry  has  come to  the  rea l i sa t ion  of  
h is  e thnic  be longing because  of  the  provocat ion  of  the  whi te  Bohemian,  and 
tha t  the  Baraka  of  the  cul tura l  na t ional i s t  per iod  i s  ready to  bundle  out  the  
o lder  poet ic  se l f  out  of  the  bohemian t ra in .  Jones  re-bapt i sed  h imsel f  as  
Imamu Amir i  Baraka  jus t  a f te r  the  per formance  of  Dutchman in  1964.  
    From what  has  preceded we can  draw the  provis ional  conclus ion  tha t  
Dutchman meets  a l l  the  f ive  cr i te r ia  of  the  Socra t ic  Dia logue  as  def ined  by  
Mikhai l  Bakht in  in  h is  Problems of  Dostoevesky’s  Poet ics .  The  f i r s t  
c r i te r ion  i s  the  pr inc ip le  of  Sunkr is is  by  which  Bakht in  means  the  
confronta t ion  of  severa l  poin ts  of  v iew on a  g iven  topic  of  d iscuss ion .  The 
second cr i te r ion  of  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue  i s  no  less  evident  in  Dutchman.  
Bakht in  ca l l s  i t  Anakr is i s ,  which  consis t s  of  the  var ious  techniques  tha t  
in ter locutors  in  Socra t ic  d ia logues  ca l l  upon to  provoke speech,  d iscuss ion .  
Through these  techniques  of  speech provocat ion  the  o ther  in ter locutors  a re  
obl iged  to  expound the i r  opin ions  to  the  poin t  where in  they  come to  rea l i se  
the  incompleteness  of  what  each  cons iders  as  h is  own comple te  ‘ t ru th’ .  
   Thi rd ly ,  according  to  Bakht in  the  heroes  in  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue  are  
ideologues ,  tha t  i s  charac ters  hold ing  and represent ing  a  sys tem of  be l ie fs  
and ideas .  This  i s  the  case  of  both  Clay  and Lula  in  Dutchman,  who,  as  we 
have  a t tempted  to  show above ,  a re  f rom being  l i fe - l ike  people  s ince  they  
are  there  as  a  pro jec t ion  of  the  predominant  ideas  about  the  rac ia l  problem 
in  c i rcula t ion  in  the  Amer ica  of  the  1960’s .  F ina l ly ,  Bakht in  wr i tes  tha t  the  
heroes  in  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue  are  a lways  in  a  l iminal  pos i t ion  ,  i . e . ,  “on  
the  threshold  of  someth ing” ,  a  s i tua t ion  tha t  g ives  them an  except ional  
f reedom of  speech.  
   I t  has  to  be  poin ted  out  here  tha t  Dutchman was  wr i t ten  and per formed a t  
the  eve  of  the  Black  Revolut ion  in  America ,  i . e . ,  a t  a  t rans i t ional / l iminal  
per iod  in  Afr ican-American  h is tory  which  had  wi tnessed  the  fa i lure  of  the  
in tegra t ion  pol i t ics  and poet ics  of  the  previous  decades .  In  th is  respect ,  we 
have  t r ied  to  sugges t  a l l  through our  analys is  of  the  p lay  tha t  the  charac ters  
Clay  and Lula  are  noth ing  e lse  than  the  p laywright  h imsel f  sp l i t  in to  two  
persons ,  s tanding  for  ideas  tha t  he  has  he ld  a t  d i f ferent  per iods  of  Afr ican-
American  h is tory .  Fur thermore ,  the  p laywright ,  jus t  l ike  Socra tes  in  
Pla tonic  d ia logues  l ike  The  Republ ic ,  The  Symposium,  and Apology,  uses  
the  t r ia l  of  h is  previous  Sel f  to  inqui re  in to  the  ‘Negro  problem’ .  Indeed 
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l ike  Socra tes ,  Jones  wi l l ingly  accepts  the  dea th  of  the  Beat  poet  Clay  to  be  
reborn  as  Lula  i .e . ,  as  Imamu Amir i  Baraka  the  p laywright  be longing  to  the  
Black  Ar ts  Movement .  
 Le  Roi  Jones  and Ovid   
    The  Socra t ic  d imensions  of  Dutchman h ides  o ther  no  less  impor tant  
aspects  in  Jones’s  aes the t ics .  These  aspects  can  be  def ined  as  bas ica l ly  
Ovidian .  I t  i s  perhaps  impor tan t  a t  th is  s tage  to  ment ion  tha t  Jones  wrote  
h is  p lay  in  a  per iod  of  Afr ican-American  h is tory  known as  the  Black  
Renaissance .  Jones’s  pose  as  a  Black  Renaissance  Man shows i t se l f  as  
much in  the  Socra t ic  d imensions  of  h is  drama as  in  the  ‘metamorphos is ’  
tha t  the  charac ters  Clay  and Lula  ( the  a l te r -egos  of  the  p laywright )  undergo 
in  Dutchman.  Metamorphoses  i s  a  t i t le  of  one  of  Ovid’s  mock-epics .   
   Wi th  reference  to  Ovid’s  inf luence  on  Renaissance  ar t s  in  I ta ly ,  Barolsky 
Paul  wr i tes  tha t  “ the  s tory  of  I ta l ian  Renaissance  ar t  abounds  in  images  
inspired  by  the  fables  of  Ovid’s  Metamorphoses ,  p ic tor ia l  “poems” by  
Pol la iuolo ,  Bot t ice l l i ,  Corregio ,  and  Ti t ian ,  among o thers” .  (  1998:1)This  
s ta tement  can  be  genera l i sed  to  the  ar t s  in  o ther  Western  count r ies  tha t  
have  wi tnessed  the  Renaissance  of  the  ar t s  a t  d i f ferent  per iods  of  the i r  
h is tor ies .  For  example ,  George  Chapman wrote  a  poem ent i t led  Ovid’s  
Banquet  of  Sense  (1595) ,  which  sugges ts  the  s t rong inf luence  tha t  Ovid  had 
exer ted  on  Br i t i sh  Renaissance  wr i te rs .  I t  i s  one of  our  a rguments  here  tha t  
Jones  as  a  Black  Amer ican  Renaissance  of  the  mid-1960s  has  not  escaped 
th is  inf luence .   
    Jones’s  absorpt ion  of  Ovid  in to  h is  drama i s  perhaps  more  obvious  in  
The  Slave  cons idered  as  a  sequel  to  Dutchman.  As  i f  in  a  h in t  to  the  
Ovidian  aes the t ics  of  the  former ,  he  adds  to  i t s  t i t le  the  subt i t le  “a  fable” .  
Indeed,  Ovid’s  Metamorphoses  i s  a  co l lec t ion  of  Greek fables  rewri t ten  to  
su i t  the  temperament  of  Augustan  Rome.  In  addi t ion  to  th is  Ovidian  t i t le ,  
The  Slave  s ta r t s  wi th  a  pro logue  where in  an  o ld  mins t re l  f igure /s lave  
metamorphoses  h imsel f  in to  a  b lack  American  revolu t ionary  leader  Walker  
Vesse ls ,  whose  name is  reminiscen t  of  Denmark  Vesey  an  impor tant  
h is tor ica l  f igure  in  the  Black  res i s t ance  to  American  s lavery  sys tem.   
   Even though the  subt i t le  of  “ fable”  comes  in  the  s ingular  in  the  p lay ,  The  
Slave  conta ins  ,  to  paraphrase  Nor thrope Frye ,  many “fables  of  ident i t ies” ,  
s ince  we learn  la ter  in  the  p lay  tha t  Walker  Vesse ls  i s  a  “ ta l l ,  th in ,  for ty-
year-o ld  Negro”  who has  le f t  h is  career  as  an  academic  in te l lec tua l  and 
poet  in  order  to  become one  of  the  leaders  of  a  b lack  revolu t ionary  army 
about  to  take  the  c i ty  where  the  Eas leys  l ive .  The  Eas leys  are  a  whi te  
Amer ican  bourgeois  fami ly .  Walker  Vesse ls  has  come ahead of  h is  t roops  to  
recupera te  h is  two daughters  f rom his  former  wife  Grace .  The  la t te r  i s  now 
marr ied  to  h is  former  univers i ty  drama master  Eas ley .  Al l  the  p lay  takes  
p lace  in  the  Eas leys’  l iv ing-room agains t  a  background of  war .     
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    Other  Ovidian  fables  of  ident i t ies  a re  unfolded  in  the  drama and we are  
made pr ivy  to  the  previous  in t imate  l i fe  of  Walker  as  the  pro tagonis ts  
confront  each  o ther  about  the i r  exper iences  in  the  Eas leys’  l iv ing-room.  We 
learn ,  for  ins tance ,  tha t  before  he  answered the  ca l l  of  the  revolut ion ,  
Walker  loved Grace  pass ionate ly .  He was  apprec ia ted  both  as  a  poet  and  a  
r i tua l  dramat is t  by  h is  drama master  Mr  Eas ley .  With  the  accusa t ions  of  
inf ide l i ty  exchanged in  the  l iv ing-room the  charac ters  assume other  
ident i t ies  reminiscent  of  those  of  Othel lo ,  Desdemona,  and 
Iago/Shakespeare  in  the  la t te r ’s  p lay  Othel lo .   
    The  above  compar ison  be tween Shakespeare’s  and Jones’  p lays  are  f rom 
being  for tu i tous .  Apar t  f rom the  fac t  tha t  Othel lo  and Walker  a re  war l ike ,  
poet ic  in  temperament ,  and  pass ionate  lovers  of  women be longing  to  
another  race ;  tha t  the  woman protagonis t s  in  both  p lays  are  inves ted  wi th  
“grace” ;  and  tha t  the i r  s tor ies  a re  s to r ies  of  love  gone  wrong happens  
agains t  a  background of  war ,  both  p lays  obey to  aes the t ic  pr inc ip les  tha t  
a re  a t  once  Pla tonic  and Ovidian ,  two pr inc ip les  recognised  as  bas ic  to  
Renaissance  ar t s .   
  Textual  evidence  f rom The Slave  has  a l ready been adduced to  suppor t  the  
v iew tha t  Ovidianism is  cent ra l  to  the  p lay .  Perhaps ,  i t  i s  necessary  to  
suppor t  the  asser t ion  made about  Shakespeare’s  p lay  wi th  examples .  The  
space  in  the  fo l lowing paper  does  not  permi t  us  to  expand on  th is  aspec t .  
Yet ,  i t  i s  enough to  look a t  the  metamorphoses  tha t  Othel lo  undergoes  in  
Shakespeare’s  p lay  under  the  urge  of  Iago,  which  cr i t ics  l ike  Bradley  have  
associa ted  wi th  the  p laywright  ,  i . e . ,Shakespeare  h imsel f .  For  ins tance ,  
Shakespeare  t ransforms Othel lo  the  Moor  in to  a  Chr is t ian  conver t  and  
makes  o f  h im a  met ic  a t  the  serv ice  of  the  Venet ian  s ta te .  A b lue  b lood 
h imsel f  th is  met ic  marr ies  another  b lue  b lood Desdemona f rom Venice  a t  
the  eve  of  a  war  wi th  the  Turks .   
   The  metamorphosis  i s  fe l t  even a t  the  level  of  the  p lo t  s ince  Shakespeare  
twis ts  h is  p lay  in to  a  domest ic  t ragedy in  the  second ac t .  The  Turkish  f lee t  
advancing  upon Cyprus  one  of  the  Venet ian  outpos ts  i s  defea ted  by  the  
winds ,  a  wink perhaps  to  the  defea t  of  the  Spanish  Armada in  1580 in  the  
same c i rcumstances .  The  associa t ion  i s  poss ib le  s ince  Cathol ics  a t  tha t  t ime 
were  a lso  ca l led  Turks  and inf ide ls .  In  th is  second par t  of  the  p lay ,  Othel lo  
now governor  of  Cyprus  gradual ly  loses  h is  bear ings  before  becoming a t  
the  end of  the  p lay  a  were-wolf ,  a  pecul ia r ly  Ovidian  metamorphos is  a t  the  
t ime of  Shakespeare .  This  metamorphos is  i s  shown in  the  fo l lowing 
quota t ion  f rom Shakespeare’s  p lay:  
 Cass io :  What’s  the  mat ter?  /   Iago:  My Lord  (Othel lo)  i s  fa l l ’n   
 in to  an  epi lepsy . /This  i s  h is  second f i t ;  he  had  one  yes terday .  
 Cass io :  Rub h im about  the  temples . / Iago:  No forbear . /The   
 le thargy  must  have  h is  quie t  course ; / I f  not ,  he  foams a t  mouth ,   
 and  by  and by/  Breaks  out  to  savage  madness .  Look he  s t i r s…  
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 (Act  4 ,  Scene  1 :  50-55)            
Othe l lo’s  t ransformat ion   in to  a  were-wolf  through the  ins t iga t ion  of  Iago 
who makes  h im bel ieve  tha t  Desdemona be t rays  h im wi th  h is  f r iend  Cass io  
announces  the  murder  of  Desdemona a t  h is  own hands  in  the  f ina l  scene .  
Thus ,  Shakespeare’s  p lay  runs   fu l l  c i rc le  f rom Pla tonic  ideas  about  love  as  
a  union  of  two per fec t  Renaissance  indiv iduals  f lout ing  the  rac ia l  
pre judices  of  the i r  own peoples ,  to  an  ovid ian  ce lebra t ion  of  senses  
gradual ly  over taken by  dement ia .  Caught  in  the  tempes t  of  poisonous  words  
brea thed  out  by  Iago/a l te r -ego of  Shakespeare ,  Othel lo  loses  cont ro l  of  
h imsel f ,  commits  a  murder  and  k i l l s  h imsel f  the  moment  he  recognises  h is  
mis take .    
    From the  above  we can  see  tha t  one  of  the  Ovidian  d imensions  of  The  
Slave  cons is ts  of  a  var ia t ion  tha t  Jones  p lays  on  Othel lo .  Jones  has  kept  
most  of  the  impor tant  e lements  in  the  la t te r  p lay ,  but  he  takes  care  to  
under l ine  h is  drama master ’s /Shakespeare’s  compl ic i ty  wi th  h is  whi te  
female  charac ter  Desdemona/  Grace  Eas ley .  In  the  f ina l  analys is ,  The  Slave  
reads  as  a  revenge  p lay  where in  Jones  and Shakespeare  have  engaged in  a  
verbal  ba t t le ,  or  to  use  Swif t ’s  par lance ,  a  “bat t le  of  books” .  The  te rm 
“fable”  added to  the  main  t i t le  The  Slave  poin ts  to  th is  d imension  s ince  the  
te rm “fable”  comes  f rom the  Lat in  fabula  meaning “smal l  ta lk” .  This  “smal l  
ta lk”  ends  wi th  a  bomb fa l l ing  on  the  Eas ley  household ,  and  Walker  
Vesse ls  assuming the  ro le  of  commander  of  the  b lack  army again .  
   The  Ovidian  d imension  of  Jones’s  The  Slave  shows not  only  a t  the  leve l  
of  in ter - tex t  but  tha t  of  in t ra- tex t  as  wel l .  We have  a l ready poin ted  out  tha t  
th is  p lay  i s  a  sequel  to  Dutchman and i s  in tended a t  the  beginning a t  leas t  
to  be  one  of   i t s  cons t i tuent  par t s .  From here  fo l lows the  impress ion  tha t  
Walker  Vesse ls  in  The  Slave  i s  but  a  metamorphos is  of  the  Clay  in  
Dutchman.  This  metamorphosis  indica tes  the  change  in  the  s ta tus  of  the  
b lack  man f rom vic t im to  tha t  of  hero ,  whose  army has  b las ted  out  the  
Eas ley  household  bui l t  on  “ the  idea l i sm of  ra t ional  l ibera l i sm”.       
    Metamorphos is  i s  one  of  the  essent ia l  cons t i tuent  fea tures  of  Dutchman 
and can  be  regarded as  the  root  cause  of  the  t ransformat ion  of  the  p lay  f rom 
a  Pla tonic  Symposium to  what  Frank Kermode ca l l s  the  Banquet  of  Sense  ,  
i . e . ,  a  mock symposium.  About  the  former ,  so  much has  a l ready been  sa id  
in  the  f i r s t  par t  of  th is  paper ,  and  i t  i s , therefore ,  not  necessary  to  expand 
on  i t  fur ther  here .  The  emphas is  wi l l  be  ra ther  on  i t s  Ovidian  fea tures  a t  
the  level  of  charac ter i sa t ion ,  p lo t ,  imagery  and theme.  
    Charac ters  have  a l ready been analysed  in  te rms of  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue  
and have  been  qual i f ied  as  be ing  pr imar i ly  ideologues  ,  i e . ,  charac ters  
s tanding  for  ideas .  Th is  s t i l l  remains  a  va l id  ca tegor isa t ion ,  but  i t  
over looks  the  t ransformat ion  tha t  they  undergo in  the  p lay .  One of  these  
t ransformat ions  i s  a t  the  level  of  mythica l  associa t ions  and the i r  i ronic  
d isp lacements .  Hence  Lula  enters  the  t ra in  as  a  tempt ing  Eve  “ea t ing  an  
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apple”  and turns  herse l f  success ive ly  in to  such  mythologica l  sur rogates  l ike  
Dido,  Cleopat ra ,  Ju l ie t te ,  Duessa ,  Del i la ,  Li l i th ,  and  Calypso .  The  
t ransformat ions  of  Clay  are  no  less  s ignif i cant  s ince  he  i s  associa ted  in  turn  
wi th  f igures  l ike  Romeo,Othel lo ,Chr is t ,  Dionysus ,  fugi t ive  s lave  and so  on .  
   The  t ransformat ion  i s  a l so  evident  a t  the  leve l  of  mythos ,  v iz . ,  p lo t .  From 
the  d ia lec t ic  fes t iv i ty  of  the  Pla tonic  Symposium charac ter i s t ic  of  the  f i r s t  
par t  where in  the  p lo t  seems to  move towards  the  synthes is  or  in tegra t ion  of  
oppos ing  v iews of  race  (Lula  and Clay  have  agreed to  go  to  an  in ter rac ia l  
banquet ) ,  the  p lay  develops  a long a  Dionys ian  mythos ,  which  c l imaxes  wi th  
a  cannibal i s t ic  r i tua l  a t  the  hands  of   “Lula  the  hyena” .  The myth  of  
Dionysus ,  i t  should  be  observed here ,  i s  one of  the  fables  inc luded in  
Ovid’s  Metamorphoses .  
    The  t ransformat ion  a t  the  leve l  of  theme appears  in  the  tex t ,  but  i t  i s  
more  obvious  i f  looked a t  f rom an  in ter - tex tua l  perspect ive .  Indeed,  the  
p lay  reads  as  a  dream tu rned in to  a  n ightmare ,  in  o ther  words  a  P la tonic  
Symposium turned  in to  an  Ovidian  fas t i .  Readers  cognisant  wi th  rac ia l  
i ssues  in  the  Amer ica  of  the  1960s  cannot  fa i l  to  see  tha t  Dutchman i s  
concerned wi th  the  parody of  the  Pla tonic  so lu t ions  tha t  Jones’s  fe l low 
Afro-Americans  l ike  Mar t in  Luther  King J r  and  James  Baldwin  have  
sugges ted  for  the  resolu t ion  of  the  rac ia l  problem.  King J r ’s  speech  “I  have  
dream” made a t  a  publ ic  occas ion  in  Washington  DC turns  in to  a  n ightmare  
of  ha te .  This  n ightmare  comes  in  the  shape  of  a  mythologica l  sh ip  ca l led  
Dutchman doomed to  roam the  seas  because  of  the  incapaci ty  of  i t s  capta in  
(Lula)  to  love .  
     S imi lar ly ,  Dutchman parodies  Baldwin  for  h is  i l lus ion  about  a  poss ib le  
P la tonic  so lu t ion  to  the  rac ia l  problem in  h is  essay  The  Fi re  Next  Time.  I t  
has  to  be  observed tha t  an  “essay”  i s  jus t  tha t ,  an  “a t tempt”  lacking  f inesse  
or  f in ish ,  i . e . ,  a  non f in i to .  This  fo rm is  one  of  the  dominant  forms in  
Renaissance  t imes  both  in  England and e lse  where  in  the  Western  wor ld .  
Fur thermore ,  a  “personal  essay” ,  according  to  Edward  Hoagland,  i s  l ike  the  
human voice  ta lk ing ,  i t s  order  the  mind’s  na tura l  f low,  ins tead  of  a  
sys temized  out l ine  of  ideas…. (One of  i t s  emphases)  i s  upon mind speaking  
to  mind” .  (  Quoted  in  Curry  Dean ,  
1988:26-27)  Hoagland def in i t ions  of  the  essay  s t rangely  reminds  us  of  
Bakht in’s  def in i t ion  of  the  Socra t ic  d ia logue .   
   However ,  as  an  essay  Baldwin’s  The  Fi re  Next  Time remains  a  non-f in i to  
tha t  Jones  comple tes  wi th  Dutchman.  This  comple t ion  i s  of  the  order  of  
parody tha t  grades  down the  ca l l  for  P la tonic  love  be tween races  in to  a  
cannibal i s t ic  banquet ,  the  v ic t im of  which  i s  the  b lack  man.  In  o ther  te rms,  
i t  i s  of  the  order  of  an  Ovidian  response  by  the  nephew Le Roi  Jones  to  h is  
uncle  James  Baldwin  who has  addressed  the  fo l lowing le t te r  to  h is  k insmen 
impr isoned in  the  Pla tonic  cave  of  the  American  Republ ic :    
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Now my dear  namesake…if  the  word  in tegra t ion  means  anyth ing ,  th is  i s  
what  i t  means :  tha t  we,  wi th  love,  sha l l  force  our  bro thers  to  see  
themselves  as  they  are ,  to  cease  f lee ing  and begin  to  change  i t .  (Emphasis  
mine)  (Baldwin  James ,  1993:6-10)  
To a l l  ev idence ,  Jones’s  response  i s  tha t  Baldwin’s  ca l l  for  a  P la tonic  
in tegra t ion  of  the  races  has  remained a  p ious  wish ,  for  P la tonic  
s ta tesmanship  i s  compared  to  a  Dutchman,  f lee ing  non-s top  in  “ the  f ly ing  
underbel ly  of  the  c i ty”  jus t  l ike  most  of  the  persecuted  heroes  and heroines  
in  Ovid’s  Metamorphosis .     
Conclus ion 
   I t  fo l lows f rom the  above  tha t  in  Dutchman and The  Slave  Jones  has  
tapped on  two complementary  Greco-Roman aes the t ic  sources :  P la tonism 
and Ovidianism.  These  p lays  emerge  essent ia l ly  as  a  “mind speaking  to  
mind”  both  a t  the  indiv idual  and  col lec t ive  levels .  Jones’s  P la tonic /Ovidian  
d imensions  show themselves  in  h is  capaci ty  to  speak h is  mind on  s tage/  
i . e . ,  in  publ ic ,  a f te r  the  manner  of  the  Greeks ,  and  to  parody both  h imsel f  
and  h is  fe l low Afro-American  fe l lows involved  in  an  absurdly  Ovidian  
pursui t  of  love  wi thout  knowing i t .  As  p lays  s teeped in  Pla to  and Ovid ,  
Dutchman and The Slave  are  comparable  to   contemporaneous  p lays  l ike  
I r i sh  Murdoch’s  Acas tos :  Two Pla tonic  Dia logues ,   and  Edward  Albee’s  
absurd  p lay  Zoo Story .   Edward  Albee  i s  one of  the  three  producers  of  
Dutchman for  i t s  f i r s t  presenta t ion  a t  the  Cherry  Lane  Theat re  on  March  24 ,  
1964.  Zoo Story  was  s taged a t  the  same thea t re  and a t  the  same date  as  in  
emphas is  of  the i r  k inship  in  the  Theat re  of  the  Absurd .       
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